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PROLOGUE





Time is a motherfucker. Time reveals shit. It wears things down. Breaks things. Crushes things. Kills things. Reveals truth. There’s nothing greater than Father Time.


If you have patience, time will be on your side. And if you recognize how valuable time is, and if you know the right time to make your move, you’ll be a bad motherfucker.


That’s how I feel right now writing this book. The time is now for me to write all this shit down. It’s time to write down not only my legacy, but the story of nine dirt-bomb street thugs who took our everyday life—scrappin’ and hustlin’ and tryin’ to survive in the urban jungle of New York City—and turned that into something bigger than we could possibly imagine, something that took us out of the projects for good, which was the only thing we all wanted in the first place.


But first, we had to come from hell all the way up. New York City was a crazy place to grow up, especially in the 1970s, ’80s, and ’90s. There was so much energy on the streets and the clubs back then. That shit got into my system early and stays there to this day. Not just the club scene, but that whole era, the Mayor Koch, punch-you-in-the-face, snatch-your-pocketbook era. The whole Clan is from that era, and we convey it in our music, because that era molded us, it’s still in us. We’re constantly evolving and changing, but that core is where I draw my inspiration from. And not just what we saw, but everything we went through at that time.


When they built the projects, it was just an urban jungle; dangerous, but if you knew the rules, you could get by all right, maybe even have some fun occasionally. There’d be fights, usually with fists, maybe brass knuckles, maybe a knife. Drugs were around, sure, but not like they were later on.


But when crack hit my Park Hill neighborhood on Staten Island, that jungle became a goddamn war zone. Fists and knives turned to pistols and submachine guns. Bulletproof vests were hidden under sports jerseys. Bullets and bodies littered the streets, and often you didn’t know who you could trust from day to day. People you thought were your friends, lured in by addiction or easy money, often became sneak thieves or stickup kids.


That fear, anger, and terror in the streets made the friends you could trust all the more precious. And in the early nineties, nine friends, each a master of his own craft, each with his own part to play, came together to form the legendary group you know as the Wu-Tang Clan.


RZA, the Mastermind: From creating the very idea of the Wu-Tang to gathering the members who would execute his plan to shaping the hooks, concepts, and themes of our early albums, RZA was the general whose orders we all followed. He had a great mind; he was very, very intelligent for his age. He wasn’t no real hustling-ass dude, but to feed his family, he’d put that great mind of his to it and came up with things to put food on his plate. Wu-Tang was just one of those things that took us all higher.


GZA, the Genius: Often right beside his cousin RZA, GZA elevated his verses from the grimy, crime-ridden streets to higher planes of thought, consciousness, and expression. When he dropped his debut album, Words from the Genius, on Warner Bros., suddenly we could see the reality of music taking us out of the projects. I still remember me and Method Man listening to that tape and just vibing off it.


Method Man and Ol’ Dirty Bastard, the Performers: We were all performers, but Meth and ODB were the two who always took shows to a higher level. Meth had his infectious enthusiasm and natural charm, and brought it from way back when he was kickin’ New Edition dance moves at the P.S. 49 after-school center. ODB was just unpredictably wild, with insane stage charisma. Out of all of us, he was already a natural entertainer right out of the box—he was just early with it. Sometimes I used to look at him like he was fucking crazy, but he always knew what he was doing, every time.


Inspectah Deck, the Artist: As a kid, Deck was always looking out his apartment window at 160, down at everything going on in the street below. He absorbed all that shit and turned it into these vivid rhymes. His visual details, plus using words you hear news reporters use, just made it seem like he was reporting street news in his verses.


Ghostface Killah, the Storyteller: A troublemaker all his life who hit the streets early, Ghost made his stories come alive because when he rapped them, it felt like you were living them right alongside him.


Masta Killa, the Natural: A disciple of GZA, Masta’s the only one of us whose first performance was with the fully formed Wu, but his ability to hold his own from the start was undeniable. I know everyone’s roots in Wu-Tang—everybody except Masta Killa’s. He’s always just held himself real close to the vest. And that’s just the way it is.


Raekwon, the Hustler: Creator of the “mafioso rap” subgenre, he was in the streets at an early age, pushing crack out of the gate down the block from Meth and me. One of my very first drug stories is of Rae and me trying to move this shitty weed we’d gotten from his cousin Rico. Drug dealing may not have been the best vocation, but it sure gave him a lot to rhyme about.


And me, U-God, the Ambassador: I was just a straight hard-core thug with the brain capacity to do a lot of shit, make things happen on my own, and hustle those bombs to get my bread. I was there from the very beginning, beatboxin’ in the hallways of 160 with Rae and ODB, hustlin’ on the streets with Meth, layin’ down the first tracks at RZA’s crib—I was there for all of it. Walking my own path, which had a detour or two, to be sure, but that path led inexorably to the Wu-Tang Clan, as I’d somehow known it would from the very beginning.


This is my story.


This is our story.

















1.


STARTED OFF ON THE ISLAND





Growing up as hard, as rough, as wild, as crazy as we in Wu-Tang did, death was always a part of my life.


I remember the first time I saw somebody die. I was only about four or five years old. It was just me and my mother in the apartment. “Lovin’ You” by Minnie Riperton was playing on a radio in the street. It seemed like whenever shit was going down, there was always music playing along with it.


Something was always happening in the Park Hill projects. I remember a commotion outside my window—I could barely reach the windowsill to look out to the street. A crowd was forming, making the uproar that drew my mother and me outside to see what was going on. By the time we arrived, the gathering had gotten bigger, so she put me up on her shoulders. I looked around the courtyard and up the street. All my neighbors, as well as half of 260 Park Hill Terrace, were outside.


Soon, the cops, firemen, and an ambulance showed up. A woman was standing on the roof of the project next door—280 Park Hill—threatening to jump. She was pretty young, talking to herself and yelling down at everyone as the cops tried to talk her down off the ledge.


I remember staring up at her till my neck was stiff. I didn’t understand what was going on or what was about to happen. At first, it seemed like she was going to be okay. She looked like she didn’t really want to kill herself, but something still kept her from coming down off the ledge. I can still see her face—tormented, twisted in despair, her wide eyes staring down at the crowd seven stories below.


Then, without a word or warning that she’d had enough of making a spectacle, she jumped—or slipped and fell, I never knew which.


She flailed her arms for a second, then fell so fast I almost couldn’t see her. She hit the fence first, then landed on the steps at the side entrance. Blood flew, people screamed, and the cops and paramedics ran up to the bleeding soon-to-be corpse. Everybody there, my mother and me included, just stood and stared at the body in shock and disbelief while they got her ready to be carted off.


I was a toddler, and already I’d seen death up close. The sound of her hitting the concrete steps would resonate with me forever. At the time, I couldn’t understand what could make someone end their own life. As a five-year-old, you don’t always recognize what you see, but I always felt like that was the moment that made me self-aware. It made me think of life and death for the first time. I was young as hell, but it made an impact on me.




*





I come from a long line of project babies. It seems like poor people always start from the bottom. Either you make it out of the projects or you stay there, sometimes for generations. I still know people that have been there for their entire lives. Never advanced, never went nowhere else, never explored the rest of the world outside their neighborhood. I guess they’re content with that sort of life, but I knew early on it wasn’t for me.


Only the pure of heart make it out of the ghetto. What that means to me is that when you really believe in what or who you are, you stay focused on yourself, and you don’t hurt anyone while trying to get out. You don’t connive, you don’t do any ratchetness to get ahead, and you don’t backstab someone else to get out.


You get out with determination, willpower, and persistence in pursuing what you believe in. If you really believe you can become a doctor, and you study to become a doctor, that’s pure of heart.


Now, I became a songwriter, even though I had drugs and all that stuff in my world, and people was dyin’, and I might have sold poison and all that, but underneath all that drama, I was still pure of heart. I never sold to a pregnant woman. I helped old ladies down the stairs. I still managed to keep my personal morals in an unrighteous setting. Even though I was doing wrong to get by, there were still lines I would not cross.


I know people that went through some hard shit, they were thieves or murderers, and then they changed their life around, got a job, had a family, and they got their shit together. Now, just because you killed someone, you might think you’re done, man, you’re gonna be fucked for the rest of your life. Not necessarily. Even if a person accidentally hurts somebody or they did a wrong deed, they can always correct their deeds by choosing to act on their pureness of heart. In other words, you choose a right path. You choose righteousness over negativity.


That’s what I did.




*





My mother’s from Brownsville, Brooklyn. She was raised in the same project building as Raekwon’s mother, at 1543 East New York Avenue, in Howard Houses.


The Brownsville projects were the wildest, period. Ask anybody from New York City what part of Brooklyn is the roughest, they’re gonna say Brownsville.


Some projects you could walk through. Some you couldn’t. At its worst, you couldn’t walk through Brownsville. You couldn’t walk through Fort Greene or Pink Houses either. The tension and violence was always in the air in those places. Guaranteed there was gonna be fights topped off with a few people getting cut or stabbed, and even back then there might have been a shooting or two. Someone would probably end up dead by the end of the ruckus. That’s why I don’t like going back to my old projects nowadays; I feel like the spirits of my old comrades are calling to me. They’re still haunting the projects they hustled at and got killed in.


When I was a kid, there was always someone looking to rob your sneakers, your coat, anything they could get their hands on. They would steal your fucking sneakers right off your feet. Back then, if you wore gold chains and shit, you better know how to shoot or how to fight. And the cops wouldn’t really do shit to prevent a crime or deal with it after the fact. They just didn’t care.


And when they actually did get involved, a lotta time it turned out worse for us. During the early seventies, law enforcement had no regard for life. My grandmother told me on more than one occasion that the cops in the Seventy-third Precinct in Brownsville were killing people in the neighborhood. She and a lot of her friends and family claimed that people would get escorted in, handcuffed and bleeding, and they would never be seen again. Guess the cops put them under the jail—literally. That’s how treacherous it was in Brownsville.


Just getting in and out of the neighborhood was an adventure. My mother got her pocketbook snatched four or five times right in front of me. She had to call the police to escort us from the train station to my grandmother’s building on several occasions because a group of kids were waiting on the corner to snatch the few dollars she had.


Each project or street had at least one gang or crew. You couldn’t walk from one block to the next if you didn’t know the right people. Thugs would come right off the stoop and get in your face. “Who you coming here to see? Why you think it’s okay for you to walk through my block if I don’t know you?”


The local gang, dressed in Kangols, Pumas, and Adidas tracksuits, hung around the bus stop near the Chinese restaurant on Pitkin Avenue. At the time, Pitkin Avenue was the shopping area in Brownsville. It was full of clothing stores, had OTB (Off-Track Betting), and dudes would be retailing stuff on the corner. There was also a slaughterhouse where they used to slaughter chickens. My grandmother would take me over there, and there would be chickens in a cage, and she’d get fresh chicken cut from the butcher.


We were always leery of these dudes, just like we were any time we went anywhere in the projects. I remember seeing them chillin’ one time as some guy came riding toward them on a ten-speed. One of the gangsters came out of nowhere and whacked him over the head with a pipe, then took the bike and went and sat down on the bench. We just kept walking like we didn’t see anything. No one else did anything or reacted, even though the dude who got hit was lying there twitching and bleeding.


My craziest Brownsville memory, though, involves Mike Tyson, who came from Brownsville. This was back in the seventies, before he was the world champion or had even started boxing. I was about eight years old, holding my mother’s hand, walking down Pitkin Avenue by the OTB, when this dude came by and snatched my mother’s earrings right off her earlobes. Left her with bloody ears and everything and just took off.


I was too young to remember exactly what he looked like at the time, but years later, when Tyson started getting famous, my mother saw him on TV and swore, “That’s the guy who snatched my earrings!” It sounds crazy, and of course I don’t have any proof, but that didn’t stop me from fantasizing as a kid that a slew of Brooklynites and even some Manhattanites could say the same thing about the World Champ. 
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I don’t know who my father is or where he comes from; I wish I could find out more about him. A big part of why I don’t know much about him is because of how I was conceived.


My mother probably wouldn’t want me to bring this up, because she hates me talking about it, but I was a product of rape. I was a rape baby. She told me my father had tricked her into believing he was a photographer and wanted her to model for him. He told her she was a natural beauty and all this other fly shit. He lured her to a spot and took advantage of her. She never pressed charges and never even reported it.


The only person who could have told me more about him was my mother’s friend Carol. Carol used to be pretty good-looking back in her Brooklyn days. She liked to party and used to hang around with my father and the dudes he ran with. She was on drugs and eventually contracted HIV. She had a brain aneurysm and is currently in a mental ward in Brooklyn. She doesn’t remember a goddamn thing now. Needless to say, she’s not much help to me as far as learning about my dad.


When I was around ten years old, I remember asking about my father a lot, but Moms wouldn’t tell me anything. She didn’t tell me about him until I was a grown man. I’d been asking off and on for years, though. My dad was the missing piece of my whole life.


“Who’s my dad though, Ma? Who is my dad?”


“God is your father!” she would always reply.


Finally, when I was twenty-one, she got into some of the details. She also explained why she kept me. She told me that one night, God came to her in a dream and told her not to abort this child, that I was gonna be a great man someday, so she kept me. That dream solidified her spirituality, her connection with God. My moms is real spiritual, I mean like super spiritual, so she always points out how it’s funny that my name turned out to be U-God. “And now look at you,” she told me once, as if confirming that the dream had been right.


She always emphasized that she never regretted having me, even during the tough times we went through. The way I see it, you’ve got to be a compassionate individual to love a child conceived the way I was.


When she told me, I was shocked. The average person, even if born accidentally, is still often born out of love, and to know I’d been brought into the world like that really rocked me. The whole situation seemed like a fluke accident—after all, my mother wasn’t looking to get pregnant at the time, and certainly not by no fly-by-night photographer/rapist. But I had to accept that that was how I’d been born and that it wasn’t going to stop me from being great.


Yet make no mistake, I’m the product of both my parents. I have the side that comes from my mother, like her good heart, but I also got my father’s hustle. My father’s side—I know my mother doesn’t have it—must be where I get my internal drive from. Nobody else in my family has it, so it had to come from my father.


To this day, I have no idea where my pops is at. Even if I wanted to find him, I have no idea where to start looking. Those little bits Moms told me when I was older are all I really know about him. I want to know who he is, what else we have in common. Even though he tricked my mother, I was still his son. What features did I get from him? What habits? What disorders? Just a whole lot of questions I’ll never know the answers to.




*





For the first twelve years of my life, it was just me and my mom. We were always close. She raised me from a boy into the respectable man I am now, and did it on her own during the Ed Koch era, some of the wildest times New York City has ever seen. 


The 1970s, ’80s, and ’90s were probably the city’s most violent times. Even before crack hit, NYC was teetering on bankruptcy. A lot of social programs got slashed, if not cut from the city’s budget altogether.


All five boroughs had violent neighborhoods. Muggings, robberies, rape, assaults, and murders were all too common. You couldn’t ride the train too late. Before crack, heroin was flowing, coke was flowing. Pimps, prostitutes, corrupt cops; all the New York City clichés were present and thriving.


Growing up, you always had to be aware of your surroundings. In the ghetto, in the projects, in those types of high-risk, high-violence parts of town, you always have to be aware, ’cause things could jump off at any moment. Like when I’m in the hood, I’m around these crazy motherfuckers. That doesn’t necessarily mean I’m down with these motherfuckers, but it means I have to be aware what they’re doin’, ’cause if they’re fuckin’ around and I’m standing nearby, next thing you know my motherfucking head might get blown off by some motherfucker trying to get someone he got beef with.


So you grew up watching shit. You always had to be aware. You had the bullies to watch out for. You always had to be on point. And to this day it’s like that for a black man living in a poverty-stricken area. It ain’t the fact that you’re involved in shit—’cause often you ain’t doin’ anything—it’s that you’re so confined and so closed off in an urban box, that you have to be aware of everyone and everything around you at all times.


What a lot of people really don’t understand is how growing up like that changes a person for the rest of their life. I’m changed right now. It fucked me up, and I’m never going to be the same. I don’t have any close friends. I can’t have friends from Park Hill no more. I can’t deal with those dudes. I can’t deal with certain shit on the streets. I can’t be around certain people. Why? Because now I’m slashed. I’m always mentally aware of certain situations that I wasn’t aware of before. So I had to cut a lot of that stuff out of my life.




*





Eventually we left Brooklyn for Staten Island, and ended up in Park Hill.


In the late 1970s, welfare housing on the Island was going for a good rate. It was a chance for my mother and Raekwon’s mother to move out of Brownsville, and at first Park Hill was nice. When we got there, it was a working-class neighborhood and still a community. There were buzzers on the lobby doors. There was grass behind the buildings. The school was right down the block.


I mean, I still grew up in the notorious Park Hill projects. But back when we first arrived, Park Hill and most of Clifton and even nearby Stapleton had all just undergone urban renewal. It was a predominantly black population, and the neighborhood still looked newish, so things didn’t seem so rough.


Park Hill is privately owned, but federally subsidized. That’s a bad combination, because the federal government guarantees the owners that the residents’ rent will be paid. That sounds good, but not if the rent still gets paid whether repairs are made and upkeep maintained or not.


Still, at first, it wasn’t too bad. It was still a housing complex and rugged, but you had a fifty-fifty chance of walking through or near it and not getting fucked with by the locals. But then things started getting broken, and they wouldn’t get fixed for months, and sometimes not at all. As a result of the owners’ neglect, Park Hill began getting worse and worse.




*





But I didn’t see all that at the time. In a lot of ways, I had experiences like a lot of regular American kids. And there was a lot that was different, too. 


I was a latchkey kid from the age of six or seven, which meant I was home alone, with no parental supervision, every day. Mom gave me the apartment key so I could let myself in after school, and “YOU DON’T ANSWER THE DOOR OR THE PHONE FOR ANYBODY!”


I’d have a babysitter when my mother could afford it. But there were slim pickings for good babysitters, and I went through a lot of them.


I remember one of my babysitters. She was a good person who kept a clean house and cared for me. She would give me my lunch and make sure I did my homework. She had two daughters, and all three of them would babysit me at her apartment. But she was also a straight-up heroin addict.


One day I walked into the living room at their place, and saw her shooting heroin right on the couch. Her hands were all swollen with needle holes, but at the time I didn’t know what they were from. I can still see them now. Her boyfriend and a couple other folks I’d never seen before were there, too, all shooting that shit up.


You have to understand that my mother had no idea this was going on. She was busy working hard and going to school, trying to better our situation. So I just kept shit like that to myself.


And although that babysitter was a functioning drug addict, she was good to me. When I grew up, I never looked down on her. Plus, I didn’t even know what they were sticking in their arms at the time anyway. Years later, I realized they were just hard-core heroin addicts. And when I say “hard-core,” I mean hard-core.


I had another babysitter who was a little freaky. While she was babysitting me, she’d be playing with my penis. I never spoke up about it to anyone. I was too young to really know what was going on, but instinctually I knew she shouldn’t be doing it. Regardless, I liked it—it was the first awakening of my sexuality. And I liked her, so I’ll never reveal her name. 
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Growing up how we did, you’d think it was all hard times. We were too young to know we were “disadvantaged.” You sort of have a feeling something’s not right, but you’re a kid, so you adapt and learn how to have your fun anyway. And there were a lot of good times and funny memories to balance out the hard-core ones.


Like Big Titty Rose. Big Titty Rose had the first pair of titties I ever saw.


We’d gone up to my friend’s house to get some Kool-Aid, and there she was lying on the couch, butt-ass naked. She musta weighed about three hundred pounds. It was summertime and hot, so I guess she wasn’t trying to put any clothes on. I was so intimidated by these big-ass titties. She didn’t try to cover up or anything. She just lay there, changing the channel, with them big things hangin’ out. I was young, maybe around six or seven, so they looked even more huge. I was just in awe, I remember. They didn’t call her Big Titty Rose for no reason.


I might’ve been young, but there were still some girls that got me going. I watched a lot of TV as a kid, and I had a huge crush on Kim Fields’s character, Tootie, from The Facts of Life. I noticed that the credits listed Tandem Production Company. So one day, I called Information to get the number of the company so I could speak to her directly. Even though I didn’t speak to Tootie, I got an autographed picture of Kim on roller skates. She had braces on. I was in love with that girl right there. I showed my little friends and they were like, “Get outta here! How’d you get that?”


Clearly, I was very determined from a very young age. When I wanted something, I was gonna do whatever I had to do to get it.




*





When we weren’t watching TV or running up and down the streets, my friends and I mostly hung out in the back of the projects. Behind our building were a few acres of undeveloped land with grass and trees and two ponds. One pond was medium-sized and the other was real big.


On one side of the big pond were the whites, and on the other side were the blacks. If you tried to go to the other side, you’d get run out. This mob of white boys had motorbikes, and they tried to chase us back to the black side. They used to spray-paint KKK and all types of shit on the rocks to try and scare us off.


We mostly just stayed on our side of the pond. We’d be back there playing Huckleberry Finn and all types of shit. We used to catch catfish there. We’d make bike trails, dig for worms and salamanders. We’d hang rope from a tree and swing on it. We had our imagination and improvised back then. There was no Play-Station or Internet. Some of my friends didn’t even have a TV or a phone in their apartment. No air-conditioning in the summer, so you might as well be outside.


We used to make rafts out of tires and old mattresses, and go out in the middle of the pond with the fucking things. We used to play in this huge Dumpster in the back of the building. It was grimy, but it was ours. There were lots of things in it—Dumpster diving was a gold mine for kids back then. You had your sticks. You had your chalk. You had your bike ramps. All types of shit.


We’d build bikes from the scraps we’d find: you’d find a wheel over here, a pedal over there, handlebars somewhere else. Once you got all the pieces together, you had to get a chain. We used to pop the chain and take the little links off with a wrench so it fit whatever bike we were working on. Sometimes we’d pull the back tire back as far as it could go and still stay on, and make the chain fit that way. The seat wouldn’t match, the handlebars wouldn’t match, but you were out!


We had so much fun. I remember Jack the wino in the staircase, smelling like Night Train, and Sassy, the gospel lady who lived downstairs and used to yell at us out the window, calling us little devils and shit.


Even the pack of wild dogs roaming the neighborhoods couldn’t stop us from playing outside. Dudes would shoot dogs and leave their carcasses behind our building all the time. This was the late 1970s, and there was no real ASPCA, at least not in my hood. Sometimes the dogs would come after us while we were riding our bikes. But the weirdest shit was when two dogs got stuck together fucking on the street. Stuck together from butt cheek to butt cheek, and you’d have to throw a rock to separate them. Once they separated, one dog running one way and the second dog running the other way, the dog that had been doing the fucking, his dick would be bloodred. Strangest shit I ever saw in my life.




*





I didn’t stay on the Island every summer, either. Back then, we all had the Fresh Air Fund. It was part of growing up in New York City back in the day. Even Mike Tyson has mentioned the Fresh Air Fund.


There were two types of programs in the Fresh Air Fund. One was where you stayed with a family up in the mountains, and another was where you stayed in a bunch of bungalows, more like a summer camp. I went to the camp, up north in the mountains, for about two weeks. I didn’t want to go at first, crying and all, didn’t want to leave my peoples. But it was good to get off the streets, and when it came time to leave the camp, I didn’t even want to go home, I didn’t want to leave the peoples I knew there.


I was an overly aggressive kid and already fighting, so it kind of felt like being sent away to jail, even though it wasn’t anything like jail. I mean, you had four meals a day, you had a counselor watching over you, you had to make your bed every day, and there were inspections where you could win a prize for having the cleanest bunk. A lot of things that helped make us ready for the world, instilling some order into us.


But the craziest thing about camp is that’s where I first found out about fame. There I was, hanging with every type of kid from all five boroughs, about three hundred of us in this one camp area, and I was one of the most famous kids up there. The whole camp knew me. I started young with that fame shit. I wanted to be the man. At camp they called me Yoda, because I had big ears back then, and everybody didn’t call you by your name, they nicknamed you based on what you looked like.


I was one of the kids who my counselor looked on to keep the rest of the kids in check. He had a right-hand man—me—who was supposed to make sure that the kids wouldn’t act up, and if they did act up, they’d get punched in the face. Every time I went to camp, I was regulating. I knew I had to set my claim when I arrived, so boom, that was it.


Me and another kid named Monster, who grew up in Brooklyn, we hung out a lot. The counselors liked both of us because we kept the other kids in check. I was the right-hand man, and Monster was the left-hand man.


One time Monster and I were taking a shower, and you only have a certain amount of time before the next bunk comes in. But we were taking our time, just sitting there talking and shit, and we ended up taking a little bit too long, and the older kids came in. We still had soap on us. We were still sudsy.


Those older kids said, “Yo, you shorties gotta bounce so we can get in the showers.”


Now, Monster and me were already oily together; each of us had fought enough other kids to immediately overcome any hesitation to strike first and strike hard. I would punch your face in at the drop of a dime.


What I mean by oily is like, when you’re about to be aggressive on someone, that first punch is like an icebreaker. If you haven’t been in a fight for a long time, you might be hesitant to punch somebody in the face simply because you haven’t done it in a while. After you hit three people in the face, it starts to become second nature. By the time you hit the fifth or sixth person in the face, it becomes a reflex.


So by this time, we were already geared up for violence—we had absolutely no problem punching any kids who got out of line in the face.


We just looked at these older kids like, “You know who the fuck you talkin’ to?” Me and him end up going toe-to-toe with these motherfuckers in the showers, with our slippers on, covered in soap, just fucking these older kids up. By the time the counselors came in, all of us were all just covered in soap, and they’re like, “Yo, what’s goin’ on in here?” And the other kids were like, “Hey, we’re just trying to use the showers, just tryin’ to get cleaned up in here.”


Looking back on it now, I have to wonder what I was thinking back then. I was such a little, little man, I was insane. I was crazy.


So we got into a little rumble with those older kids, but after that, they respected us, no doubt. Whenever the whole camp would come together, they’d point to us and say, “There’s those two little dudes. Don’t fuck with those two, they’ll fuck you up.”


That was when I first found out that I liked that notoriety shit, I liked being known like that. We had heart. I had little to no parental guidance at the time, but I was still holding it down. It was around this time that I also realized I was able to stand up on my own, even as a little kid.


And that hasn’t changed.

















2.


GROWING UP ON THE CRIME SIDE





Staten Island was an interesting place to grow up, because a lot of it was still rural in the 1970s, when we first moved there. It was a bit removed from the electricity of the city. There were some aspects of life that were a little different than your typical city experiences. And it was a step up from Brownsville, at least before the crack era.


People think Staten Island is a joke. Staten Island is no joke. One thing about the Island is that it’s a small town. Boroughs like Manhattan and Brooklyn are so big, I could pop someone and disappear like a fart in the wind. You couldn’t do that on the Island, it was just too small. If you got into a beef with somebody, sooner or later you were gonna see them again. You couldn’t run away from your problems. So you were gonna have to knuckle up, shoot, cut, stab, whatever—you had to make your claim. Either you were gonna get punked, or you were gonna do the punking. And that’s just how the Island is.


Around this time, everything was gang-related. Now, when I say gang I don’t mean that we all wore colors and went around shooting people and all that. At that time, people would just come together in a community and stick together. They all had something in common, same neighborhood, same school, whatever, and they would just come together. And that’s how we grew up.


In my neighborhood, there was a gang called the Avenue Crew, older kids who used to bully us all the time. They were about fifteen or sixteen years old, and we were only about eight or nine years old. They’d come up behind us and say, “Look at you, you lil’ punk motherfucker,” and then run off. We became recreation for these motherfuckers. It was just like the Little Rascals. We were the little kids that got on their fucking nerves, and they got on our nerves. They would just fuck with us. I never sat up in the house and played by the window just looking outside, even though going outside meant risking getting beat up by the Avenue Crew.


Getting beat up was different from getting beat down. Beat down meant you got stomped out and obliterated. You were probably going to the hospital. Beat up just meant getting wedgies and your chest punched in, getting slapped around or karate-chopped in the neck. Aside from the wedgies and jumping us and giving us hard pops on the arm, and catching us with that classic “open chest,” holding both arms down while whaling on your chest, they used to really try to hurt us. Man, they used to fuck us up. Like, they enjoyed it so much they used to stalk us every day. They’d run down on us and lump our legs up and take our little money. They’d hold us down and punch our legs until we couldn’t walk.


After a run-in with them, we’d go up on the roof and throw gravel and rocks at them. Every roof in the Clifton and Park Hill projects was covered with a mess of loose gravel and small rocks, which made perfect throwing ammunition. Or we’d wait for them to get fresh wearing their best clothes or be shooting dice and we’d hit them with water balloons. But they’d always catch us later. We didn’t care, though. It was like guerrilla warfare. Strike and run, and take the beating like a man when you get caught.


I was taking that punishment, and it made me tougher. I was an only child, so I had no older siblings to fight for me, so I just took the beatings as best I could. I never lay down or ran away, though; I always tried to dish out as much as I was taking. At least after they beat me up, they knew who I was and would have a little more respect for me. Sometimes you can fight and lose, but still gain respect from that because you stood up for yourself.


And I carry that confidence with me everywhere I go. That’s why I’m not scared to go anywhere. After getting beat up so much, you have no choice but to get better with your hands, too. I could dodge punches and weave my way out of the circle and dip if need be. I used to call that the Scooby-Doo. But it wasn’t easy to get good at fighting; the only way was simply to fight. That came with a lot of beatings.


I’d be the one in the park punching other kids in the face over the swings or some shit because I was growing up in the projects. If you know anything about how most ghettos are, you know the projects are like the slum within the slum. Living in that environment kind of gave me a sixth sense. It showed me what to look for before it even popped off. It taught me how to hone that instinct and protect myself at all times.


Sometimes, we ran and got away, sometimes we couldn’t. My man Looney, though, he could shake the Avenue Crew like Herschel Walker. I couldn’t shake dudes like he could. He had the moves. He made the big kids chasing him fall on their face. He was that swift and agile. He was the illest shake artist. He would have the Avenue Crew slipping and sliding and falling in their British Walkers and Playboy shoes. He’d run up the ramp to the building and juke his way down the stairs and then run down the hill and hide behind a wall, and when the Avenue Crew would run past he’d run back up the hill and shake a few of them at the top of the hill, too, just for good measure. They couldn’t ever catch him.


I remember once they burned down our clubhouse in retaliation for us having hit them with water balloons while they were all fresh in their new clothes and shooting dice. One winter they caught us out on the pond when it had frozen over. The motherfuckers started jumping on the ice to crack it so we’d fall into the water. We probably would’ve died if the ice had cracked.


It was like a cycle. We’d try to fight back, but we were just little kids. We had to form our own crew. Since we were so young, we became the BCC—the Baby Crash Crew. It was made up of little kids in the neighborhood. We all started sticking together. It was Kane, GC, Vinny, Raekwon, Killa Kane, Zabo, Love God, Chaz, Miser, Hersch, Looney, Sea Bass, Cab … it was a lot of us.


We ended up forming the Baby Crash Crew on our own, which did calm things down in our project. It was made up entirely of the younger kids coming up in the neighborhood. From the BCC, which lasted from grade school to junior high, we became DMD, which stood for Dick ’Em Down, in junior high school. That eventually morphed into Wreck Posse in high school, which I’ll get to later on.




*





We moved out to the Island, but we always kept our Brooklyn ties. I’m a mixture of Staten Island and Brooklyn, because I spent a lot of time in Brooklyn. When my mother was off work for a few weeks and wanted some alone time, she’d send me to my grandparents, who lived in Brownsville, Crown Heights, and Clinton Hill. I saw so much shit going on there, it was crazy. All parts, too. I would be with my grandmother in Brownsville, or with my cousins in Tompkins Projects. My grandfather lived between St. James Place and Cambridge Place, right down the block from where Biggie was from.


Brooklyn was a different kind of rough. It was just grimy. You had twenty or thirty projects over there: Brownsville, Fort Greene, Marcy, Tompkins, Red Hook, Gowanus, Bushwick. All these fucking neighborhoods, it was like concentration camps for poor black people. Same with the Bronx.


The really crazy shit was that I used to have to go from Staten Island all the way to Brooklyn by myself. My mother would give me the money to go there. I was so young, only eight or nine years old. I actually had to go on the train. I had to go take the ferry to the other side. Jump on the 4 train at Bowling Green, go to Eastern Parkway, get on the bus there, go to Brownsville, get off at the OTB on Pitkin Avenue and go see my grandmother. That amazes me. These kids nowadays, they wouldn’t understand how independent we were at such a young age back then. Today, a parent would get locked up for child abuse for letting shit like that happen.


It was different back then; no adults fucked around with kids all that much. I’m sure there were probably abductions and all that weird shit, but for the most part, you stood on your own. My mother used to send me to get fucking cigarettes from the corner store at eight or nine years old. You can’t do that now. They gonna be like, “Shorty, get the fuck out of here.”


My grandfather was a war veteran. My grandmother was an accountant for the government. My grandfather didn’t teach me anything. Most of my whole family didn’t teach me anything. I got love from them, but I didn’t really get any guidance on how to live my life, on right and wrong, about what to do and what not to do.


I got my guidance from the streets. I didn’t have no father. My mother was my guidance a little bit, but she was more or less worried about food and clothing, stuff like that. When I had problems or drama in the street, I couldn’t go to my mother and ask her how to handle that shit. I had to figure that shit out myself. Sometimes I made the right choice, and sometimes I made the wrong choice. You just learn as you go. That’s how it is with a lot of black kids growing up. 
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Every so often when I visited my grandfather, I’d also see my favorite uncles—Uncle Matt and Uncle Jason—who used to take me all over Brooklyn.


Jason, my quiet younger uncle, has a humble spirit. But the humble ones are the ones you gotta watch. I’m a real humble dude as well, real nice, but don’t push my buttons until I get angry, ’cause I just go berserk. It takes a lot to piss me off, but when I get pissed the fuck off, watch out. Jason was the same way—calm and quiet until it was time to let off, and then he would bring the thunder.


Jason was younger than me. He was my uncle because my grandfather got married twice and had children from both wives. Me and Jason used to run around in the streets all day long.


Uncle Matthew, on the other hand, had a friend named Q., who was like his twin. They weren’t blood, but they looked exactly alike. Uncle Matt was notorious in that area—he and Q. and their friends showed me the definition of maniac. Back then, you had to have a reputation so other motherfuckers wouldn’t fuck with you.


I recall Q. as a fucking maniac, too. I was maybe eight or nine at the time. I’d say he probably killed a couple motherfuckers at least. He’d rob you for your shoes, rob you for your chain. Punch you in the face, stab you, cut you, shoot you, whatever. He was just that type of man. He loved me, though. He used to put me on his shoulders all the time.


We’d be out at night, running all around Brooklyn with these crazy motherfuckers. They’d do robberies right in front of me. Once they hit some guy in the head with a brick and took his boom box. Bashed the shit out of him and kept moving. I just looked at the dude twitching on the ground, then ran to catch up with Uncle Matt and his friend Q. That thug shit kind of influenced me a little bit, too—as a kid, I looked up to both of these guys, and to them, this was normal behavior. It was just another part of my upbringing.


I didn’t really let that stuff get to me too much. The sad thing about ghetto life is that crazy shit like the shootouts, the stabbings, the piss-filled staircases, and the junkies become the norm. You grow a thick skin and get desensitized to the environment around you.


It shouldn’t be that way, though. There were some deaths that should’ve been reflected on more, that people should have honored more. Like this little girl, only about seven or eight years old, who got killed. She was in my class in public school. She was raped and thrown off the roof at the back of the building by this mentally disabled kid we knew as Big A., who walked around the neighborhood looking goofy all the time.


This fucked everybody up. When we heard what had happened, everybody cringed. We were all in disbelief that this shit had gone down. When we found out a rapist was walking around the hood, that affected everybody. Even though they caught him pretty quickly, the presence of the crime lingered for months. At school, they emptied out her desk during class. The thought of her being there one day and dead the next was surreal.


Years later, you walk right by that same place where they found her body, and it’s as if nothing had ever happened there.
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A lotta shit went down on the roofs of the projects; they were like our clubhouse. When I was nine or ten years old, we’d just run across the roof because we weren’t supposed to be up there. Then we moved to throwing rocks off; then, when I got older, we were smoking weed, slap-boxing, rhyming, moving product, watching for cops.


Of course, other things happened up there, too. One guy tried to kill himself by jumping off 141, a seven-story building—not once, but twice. He survived both attempts, landing on the fence near the day-care area, and only broke his arm. Eventually, he ended up in the asylum.


Maybe despite all this, my mother did what she could to try and maintain my innocence and ensure I was a good kid. We had dinners together on Christmas, and she’d let me say grace and try her best to keep me mindful of God and the good things in life. It worked a lot of the time. I stayed in school and made good grades for the most part and didn’t get myself into too much trouble.


At least, not yet.

















3.


RUUUUMBLEEE!!





Fighting—the art of hand-to-hand combat—was a big thing growing up. You had to know how to use your hands. Guns weren’t the weapon of choice until later—you used your fists or a knife. That’s one thing about Island dudes; they know how to throw their joints.


I didn’t have older brothers to hold me down, so I had to fight my own battles against kids my age and pretty much anybody else who tried me. To this day, fists aren’t my last resort, they’re my first.


That’s why I sometimes have trouble relating to people who have never fought or who have never been punched in the face. How much can you know about yourself until you’re in a physical altercation? There are people today who have never been punched in the face. That’s why they’ll knock right into you as they walk by in the street and not even excuse themselves. They have no basic respect for anyone around them. Not enough people living in New York today have been punched in the face. They could use that lesson, though. I feel that confrontation brings respect. People who keep doing sneaky shit keep getting away with it, often because no one’s willing to call them on it.


Whether in humility or self-confidence, they need that lesson. Getting tested lets you find out who you are deep down. And I found out that deep down I’m a scrapper. I’m also respectful, though. If I bump into someone, I excuse myself. I’m a humble warrior. You can’t go around looking for trouble, but you have to be ready when it comes. You can’t walk around trying to be the toughest, because there’s always someone tougher.
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Just to join little crews and be cool with certain people, you had to fight. You had to shoot the joints. Can you imagine? Even the Avenue Crew, who used to beat us up, had to fight to be able to chill on the avenue. They had to deal with older dudes trying to push them off the block.


To be down with any crew, you had to slap-box: whoever got the most slaps off with an open hand won. Just because you lost the fight didn’t mean you didn’t get in, though. Win or lose, if you had heart to fight, you got in. Some kids didn’t want to fight, so they couldn’t be down. You couldn’t be scared to fight.


I’ve gotten the shit slapped out of my face for five minutes straight when my hands weren’t good yet. All that fighting and getting jumped and sometimes taking a beating is why I’m not afraid to scuffle to this day. And I will hold it down and do my just due with my hands. I prefer my hands to a gun any day. Guns and hands are two different games. A dude knows that you’re good with your hands, he’s not gonna fight you, he’s gonna shoot you.


The problem with a gun is that it’s a coward’s weapon, because anyone can use it. I could put a gun in the hands of a two-year-old, blindfold him, and tell him to squeeze the trigger, and he’d kill somebody.


Now, for someone to come up on me, actually say something, and we get it on, we rumblin’, and I catch him with an uppercut, a cross, kick him in his fuckin’ abdomen, break his fuckin’ leg and break his jaw with my right hand, knock him on his ass, do you know the satisfaction in that? It’s huge, and not just for the winner. That feels better than shooting someone, because he’ll get up and say, “Damn … that was some shit I just went through. I’m not fuckin’ with that dude no more.” Or he might be the kind of dude who thinks: You know what? I like how he did this or that, I’m gonna go learn and practice, and we gonna fight again. He might be one of those guys. But at the end of it all, we both get to walk away and go see our families, and fight another day.


With a fight, there’s a clear winner and a clear loser, and (usually) no one gets seriously hurt. Guns and drugs changed everything; but growing up, fighting brought out the real men on the streets.


There is a science to fighting. Balance, technique, speed. Speed kills. Fuck what you heard. Fuck all that slow, I’ll knock you out, big dude shit. No. Speed kills. I’ve seen David and Goliath stories my whole life. I’ve seen little small dudes knock out dudes ten times their fucking size and weight based on speed and speed alone.


When you tap someone’s jaw properly, their brain rocks. The human brain is encased in fluid, and it has no shock absorbers, so when it moves, it’s going to hit the side of the skull. When someone gets hit, the fluid shifts and the brain shakes, and they get knocked out. If you get hit and it wobbles your brain, no matter how big you are, you’re going to be fucking discombobulated, and you’re gonna fuckin’ fall.


And your size doesn’t matter. That was one of the things that fighting in the streets (and later in jail) etched into my psyche. Size does not matter one bit. I’ve seen big dudes get scooped by small dudes and slammed on their heads. And I’ve seen small dudes jump to punch a big man in the face and still knock him right out.


Back in the day, you used to run out of your apartment when you heard two motherfuckers fighting. It was like Clash of the Titans. It was like a Mike Tyson main event. People would run out of their apartments and come out of the building to see certain people fight. Instead of being on TV, the shit was right in front of your face. These were our heroes growing up.


We’d sit there and they’d go at it and shoot the five until one dude was knocked out. It wasn’t just entertainment for me like it was for most spectators. I wanted to watch so that I could learn. I studied dudes like Tameek. Billy Johnson used to knock guys out. Buddha knocked some people out. Arkim and Dupreme and Ubar all knocked people out, too. And they all used the 52 Hand Blocks.


They were superstars with the knuckle check. These dudes could rock a gold chain, and nobody would fuck with them. Back then, you couldn’t rock any type of jewelry just like that, because someone was going to test you or rob you. If you were wearing a chain, you had to be someone who was known for shooting or cutting or knocking dudes the fuck out. And someone who didn’t know you may still try and test, so you couldn’t really rely on your rep to save you every time. You had to be ready to show and prove.


Now anybody can wear a chain in the goddamn hood. Nobody’s doing shit to them. You can wear your Jordans and leathers and jewelry in good faith. Rarely are you gonna get tested. At least in comparison to when I was coming up. Fighting was just a way of life then. It was pretty much a given that you were going to have to fight or at least stand up for yourself if you hoped to keep whatever little fly shit you had.
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Everybody wanted to be Bruce Lee back in the day. He was the main dude on TV, and played a major part in the 52 Hand Blocks. The 52 is like “the Continuing Fist” in tae kwon do. No matter what kind or how many punches you threw, if your opponent had mastered it, it was hard as hell to hit them. The 52 Blocks is both an offensive and defensive style that was developed on the street. It’s elbows, arms, and a combination of hand movements that combines techniques from a half-dozen martial arts, including tae kwon do, monkey-style kung fu, jeet kune do, and who knows what else. That’s why 52 Blocks was such a major advantage if you could master it. Size or ability didn’t matter if you could block everything your opponent threw at you, then retaliate.


For whatever reason, the OGs didn’t pass 52 down to the younger generation. Maybe it was because guns became more of a factor in settling disputes. Whatever the reason, 52 Hand Blocks is nearly a lost art today, with only a scarce few remaining who claim to know it. So few that people think it’s a myth. It’s not, though. If you tangle with one of these old heads that knows the 52, you’re gonna get hit with a tornado. He’ll hit you from your kneecaps to both sides of your dome.


Sha-Bon, or Shabby, who was down with the Avenue Crew, had a brother named Tameek who was a master at 52 Hand Blocks. You could not get your shit off with Tameek. He was a knockout artist in every sense of the word, and there is an art to the knockout. He had big ol’ mitten hands, and he could knock you out with either one. His defense skills were impenetrable. You could not land a single punch on this guy, and he would land all his. Believe it or not, this dude used to catch your punch and kiss your fist, then bust your shit.


I wanted to do a documentary with Tameek about the 52, but he got killed before I could. He was in the life, and tried to take over a drug building, and got shot in the back of the head. I wanted to interview him because he knew the blocks. He knew defense, but he also knew offense, how to come back from the block. Once he had neutralized his opponent’s attack, he knew the best way to strike and drop them with one punch. That’s lost knowledge. That died with him. That’s a damn shame. 




[image: ]





One of my best friends was named June June, aka Infinite, who I first met in high school. He was a six-foot-two-inch, wavy-haired, jet-black motherfucker, and a born fighter. I wish he were still alive; he could have become a heavyweight fighter.


He showed me about what having heart really meant and to not be afraid of anybody. Even if he was, he’d hide it real good and take them on anyway. I was smaller than a lot of other dudes, but I was already a fighter with heart, and had been for years. So he kept my little yellow ass around.


I learned so much from him. I learned that if I got into a fight and I got lumped up, I’d just take my beating. That’s heart. And that’s something I learned from him, because he lost fights, too.


He and I would be walking down the street or hanging out, and we’d see someone who had a rep for fighting.


“Yo, God, you think he could get me?” In other words, do you think he can beat me?
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